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THE CIRCUMSTANCES OF JESUS' BAPTISM 
AN EXPOSITION OF LUKE 3:21 



PROFESSOR SHIRLEY J. CASE, PH.D. 
Lewiston, Maine 



Omitting three subordinate phrases, Luke 3:21 reads: "Now it 
came to pass .... that the heaven was opened." How are the 
supplementary statements about the people's baptism, and Jesus' 
baptism and prayer to be fitted into this context? The point at 
issue is the relative temporal significance of the phrases, ev t<j> ficnrTia- 
0fjvai, koX 'Irjeov fiaTrrurdevTOs, and icaX irpoa-ev^onevov. According to 
Plummer 1 it was not until "after every one of the people had been 
baptized," and the crowd had dispersed, that Jesus was baptized. 
Holtzmann, 2 on the other hand, thinks the constructions imply that 
Jesus' baptism took place in the presence of the people, and Blass 3 
also regards the two events as "simultaneous." The former view 
is thought to be demanded by the aorist infinitive, ficnrTiffdrjvai, the 
latter by the durative idea implied in ev. 

Two cautions are to be noted regarding ev t5> paTTTio-dfjvai: 
(1) Apart from the indicative (or other moods when used as substitutes 
for the indicative) the aorist tense has no essential time connotation ; 4 
and (2) ev in this construction is not always temporal, but may signify 
such relations as manner, means, or content. 3 Viteau 6 calls attention 
to the causal force of the phrase in Luke 1 : 21, as also in II Cor. 2 : 13, 
where the dative of the infinitive is without the preposition — " a vestige 
of the literary language." The possibility of this variety of relation- 
ship lies in the fact that a prepositional infinitive is so frequently 
equivalent, especially in historical narrative, to a circumstantial 

1 Commentary on Luke, p. 98. 
3 Synoptikers, p. 44. 

3 Grammar of N. T. Greek 2 , p. 237. 

4 Burton, New Testament Moods and Tensess, p. 46. 

5 Ibid., p. 162. 

6 Etude sur le grec du Nouveau Testament, Vol. I, p. 173. 
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participle, whose descriptive possibilities are numerous. 7 It is notice- 
able that tov Xaov /3cnrTicr0evTO<} is the form in which the Ebionite 
gospel preserved Luke's phrase, if the citation of Epiphanius is to 
be trusted. Moreover, Luke employs the participial construction 
after iye'vero (n :i4), as well as in other connections (3:1 f., 15, etc). 
The infinitive phrase (not after iyevero) also appears where a simple 
participle (eiravepx6fievo<} , 10:35; cf. 22:15), or a genitive absolute 
(2:27; etc.) would have had the same significance. Luke seems 
to use the two constructions interchangeably, particularly where 
some more or less vague temporal relation is implied in the context. 
It may be assumed that iv tQ> fta-nTMrdfjvai airavra tov Xaov is 
equivalent to airavTO? tov Xaov /8a7rrw#«TO?. 

If this is true, what is the relationship thus expressed? As the 
context shows, the statement is descriptive of the circumstance attend- 
ant upon the action named in the principal verb, avecpxdfj vat - More 
definitely, the relation implied seems to be that of time, but it is the 
context and not the aorist tense of the participle that indicates this 
temporal significance. The degree of exactness in time expressed 
by such a circumstantial participle is weak — rarely strong enough to 
be rendered by otc with the indicative (though Blass would so render 
the phrase in question). In the opinion of J. H. Moulton, "our Eng- 
lish participle is generally the best representative." 8 In that case we 
shall have to content ourselves here with the rendering: "All the 
people having been baptized." On the strength of Moulton's advice, 
ical 'Irjffov fiaTTTio-devros will also be, "Jesus also having been bap- 
tized;" while the continuance indicated by the present tense makes 
ical Trpoaevxofievov, "and being engaged in prayer." 

But do these phrases intentionally express any temporal relation 
to each other? It would seem not. In so far as the participle 

1 Jannaris, Historical Greek Grammar, § 20756. He also says (§ 1561 .5): "Pecul- 
iarly frequent, especially in biblical writers and their imitators, is the use of iv t$ with 
present (also aorist) infinitive instead of the present (or aorist) participle." It is a 
mistaken tendency, however, which calls the phrase a pure "Semitism." Aramaic 
seems out of the question, for HD with the participle is its equivalent construction; and 
the supposition of Hebrew influence encounters the fact that there is a substantial 
classical background for the usage. It may be significant, too, that its classical pre- 
cursors are not emphatically temporal in force, for which see Goodwin, Moods and 
Tenses, §800. 

8 Grammar oj New Testament Greek*, Vol. I, p. 230. 
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indicates time at all, it is time relative to the principal verb only; 9 
and Luke's usage in general accords with this principle. He places 
other notes of time side by side after iyevero, and though the degree 
of definiteness may vary, they are mutually independent temporally, 
each having its own relation to the leading verb; for example, two 
prepositional infinitives (5:1), a noun phrase with a genitive absolute 
(9:37), or the same with two genitives absolute (20:1), and an 
infinitive phrase and a genitive absolute (Acts 19:1). Thus it appears 
that the Greek of Luke should not be forced into court as evidence 
upon the question whether Jesus' baptism occurred along with that 
of the others or was an entirely separate event. The author says 
nothing upon this point. He is merely making a summary of events 
that are passed — not describing their mutual relations — with refer- 
ence to the event about to be narrated. Also irpoa€vxof.evov will 
not signify that Jesus was praying at the time of his baptism but at 
the time he experienced his vision. 10 The whole verse may therefore 
be rendered, if we are to be painfully cautious : " All the people having 
been baptized, Jesus also having been baptized, and (Jesus) being 
engaged in prayer, it now came to pass that the heaven was opened." 
According to this representation Jesus' baptism attracted no 
special attention, and it belonged in the same general category as 
that of the rest of the people. The significant thing was rather his 
personal experience, which he underwent after his baptism. The 
mention of this is related most closely to the statement of his com- 
munion with God, and thus at the very beginning of his public career 
he is seen in the same devotional attitude toward the Father that 
characterized his ministry to the end. 

9 Blass, Grammar, p. 197. Even here the particular tense of the participle is not 
to be taken as the time-determining element; e. g., observe the numerous aorists of 
coincident or identical action. 

10 It will be recognized that there is nothing unusual about this disposition of the 
matter. Goodwin (Moods and Tenses, § 847) cites a sentence in which three parti- 
ciples — a present and two aorists- — indicate, respectively, coincident and past action 
with reference to the same leading verb. 



